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Contexts & Connections #3-5    Exodus 32:1-14    October 9, 2016 

The Israelites Forget God’s Promises 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The writer uses the word calf [Hebrew eggel] in a derogatory sense. The statue was probably actually of a 

bull.1 
 In 32:6, “rose up to revel [Hebrew yaqmu l’tsacheq]” is a euphemism and refers to the cultic practice of 

sexual orgies.2 
 

Geographic 
 The episode of the golden calf takes place at the foot of Mt. Sinai. Despite its importance, the “Israelites 

seem quickly to have forgotten exactly where it was.”3 More important than the actual location of the 
mountain is the fact that the episode took place in the wilderness of the Sinai Peninsula. The Israelites find 
themselves in the desert, far from both the civilization of Egypt and the promised agricultural land of 
Palestine, so they revolt.4  

 
Historical 

 The revelation at Sinai and the subsequent episode of the golden calf takes place soon after the Exodus, 
and thus sometime around 1250 BCE. During their wanderings in the desert, the people of Israel once 
again slip off the stage of world history, and will not emerge again until the entrance into the Promised 
Land. 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 After their escape from slavery in Egypt, the Israelites return to their nomadic ways. Of special importance 
to nomads is the fertility of their flocks. This fertility was often secured through cultic ceremonies, which 
the Israelites enact when they “rose up to revel.”5 

 In this episode, God will not tolerate any image of the divine. Even more importantly, God will not 
tolerate the making of any cultic object not sanctioned in the divine laws. The Israelites transgress the 
divine law both by making a graven image, but also by trying to organize their religion on their own terms.6  

 

Promises Made, Promises Broken 

The Point  
Even when God’s people rebel and turn away and worship a cow, God remembers God’s promises and 
welcomes them back. 
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Literary 
 This passage acts as a pause between the giving of the covenant legislation and the enacting of the 

legislation by the Israelites.  
 Genre – The episode of the golden calf is a narrative in the pattern of the “murmuring motif.”7 This is 

a type of story that recurs throughout the wandering in the wilderness. In this motif, the people 
become anxious and quickly abandon God and Moses before being restored to a right relationship with 
them. 

 Authorial Intention – The author uses this story both to relate a historical event in the history of the 
people, but also to critique the current practices of Israel. While telling his audience a tale of something 
that happened during the wilderness years, the author also gives a path to action for the people of 
Jeroboam’s time, when the king also made golden calves.8 

 Audience – The hearers of this story would be Israelites around the time of the reign of King 
Jeroboam. The audience would have easily recognized the situation, as Jeroboam was trying to lead the 
people into the same type of worship of golden calves.9  

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 The point of the golden calf was not to say that God was a bull. Rather, the statue was used as a stand-in 
for a God who could not be seen. Just as important as the idolatry was the refusal to honor God in the way 
that God had commanded.10 

 
More Information 

 For more information on the geography and history of the Sinai peninsula, see: 
http://www.britannica.com and search for Sinai Peninsula. 

 
 

http://www.britannica.com
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Exodus 32:1-14) – This week’s lesson continues the story of flight from Egypt. It picks up 

the story after the Passover, and shows the actions of the Israelites once they have begun the journey to the 
Promised Land. 

 Next Week (1 Samuel 1:9-11, 19-20; 2:1-10) – In next week’s lesson, the people of Israel have arrived in 
the Promised Land. However, God’s concern for them does not end with their arrival, and the first chapter 
of Samuel narrates God’s continuing concern for a specific Israelite woman, Hannah. 

 Other Weeks – In Jeremiah 36:1-8, 21-23; 31:31-34 (11/20/2016), a servant of God also calls an 
idolatrous people back to the covenant. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 In Deuteronomy 9:7-21, Moses retells the story of the golden calf. 
 Stephen’s speech in Acts 7:39-42 mentions the golden calf as an example of Israel turning away from the 

true God. 
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed – The story of the golden calf emphasizes that God is not revealed in statues or objects 

made by people, but is revealed through actions and proclamation. 
 Promises Made, Promises Broken – This story shows again how we, as people, break our promises to 

remain faithful to God. But God remembers the promises that were made to our ancestors and continues 
to promise to bless us despite our rebellion. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 This passage comes near the end of the traditional Advent-to-Pentecost church year. For churches that use 
that calendar, this text is a good opportunity to talk about the second chances that God gives. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 John Newton wrote a hymn called “The Golden Calf,” telling the story of the giving of the Law and Israel’s 
rebellion. 

 They hymns “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” and “Cast Down, O God, the Idols” also reference the revelation on 
Sinai and the making of the golden calf. 

 The contemporary worship band Disciple wrote a song called “Golden Calf” on their album This Might Sting 
a Little. 

 
Media Connections 

 Bob Dylan references the golden calf in his song “Gates of Eden”.  
 The songs “To Kingdom Come” and “Forbidden Fruit” by The Band also reference the golden calf. 
 The Dutch equivalent to the Oscars is an award called “The Golden Calf”. 
 Dan Simpson used the image of the golden calf in the title of his story on the FIFA bribery scandal in the 

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette: http://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/dan-simpson/2015/06/03/Worshipping-
the-golden-calf/stories/201506020025. 

http://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/dan-simpson/2015/06/03/Worshipping-the-golden-calf/stories/201506020025
http://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/dan-simpson/2015/06/03/Worshipping-the-golden-calf/stories/201506020025
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Multimedia Links 
 British artist Damien Hirst sold a piece entitled the Golden Calf for $18.6 million:  

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/17/arts/design/17auct.html?_r=0. 
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